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THE NEGRO AND THE WAR FOR DEMOCRACY 



By George W. Ellis, K.C., F.R.G.S., Assistant Corporation 

Counsel oj Chicago 

In its largest sense the history of man is a history of the 
ntellectual and political emancipation of the human race. 
Because of the intellectual and economic conditions of the 
masses the few from the beginning were able to seize the 
reins of power and hold the people in subjection. The ex- 
ercise of power naturally tends toward despotism and its 
economic and social rewards afforded sufficient motive to 
extend its sway and political prestige through the ages. 
The lack of social solidarity, organization and intellectual 
development of the many, therefore, made them compara- 
tively an easy prey for the ambition and the political and 
economic exploitation of the highly and naturally endowed 
few. Economic profits, the honor of political office and 
power and the social advantage and ease which follow 
have singly or in combination established or overturned one 
kingdom and dynasty after another. For centuries it was 
the political fashion to quiet dissension and dissatisfaction 
among the subjects to engage in some foreign war of plun- 
der and conquest and to divide the spoils among the victors 
and invaders. When the thrones of kings and emperors 
have been endangered they have resorted to foreign wars as 
their favorite and surest means of saving their crowns and 
perpetuating their thrones. 

The Conquests of Ambitious Kings 

Before the birth of modern history, and even since, the 
wars of the world have been little else than selfish and am- 
bitious contests between covetous and despotic rulers. The 
dreams of empire and the wealth of rich and prosperous 
states have led to the territorial invasion of many lands and 
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to the exploitation and political conquest and subjection of 
many happy and growing states. Peaceful and unoffending 
nations have been suddenly and wantony convulsed, their 
fields devastated and overrun, their cities plundered and 
destroyed, and the fortunes and future of contented and 
industrious communities subjected to all the horrors and 
misfortunes of cruel and barbarous wars, all to gratify the 
ambition of some reigning monarch or to fill the coffers of 
some depleted treasury. 

And so we had Alexander in his conquests of the world and 
Darius and Xerxes in repeated invasions of Greece; we had 
Hannibal invading Spain and to convulse the people of 
Rome pouring his armies upon the Valley of the Po; we had 
Caesar invading the Britons, the Gauls and the Belgians 
and conquering the famed and noted peoples of Northern 
Africa; we had the great Napoleon dazzling the world with 
his ambitions and military genius and toying with the kings 
and thrones of Europe as in a game of chess; and now we 
have the emperor of present day Germany overrunning and 
plundering the states of Europe and waging war against 
the greatest and freest nations of modern times in a world- 
wide contest for the autocratic, economic and political 
subjection of the world. 

The Birth of Modern Democracy 

Notwithstanding the fact that each of the nations of the 
earth for countless centuries was controlled by aristocratic 
political regimes dominated by the will of a single and too 
often despotic monarch, in modern history a new factor en- 
ters the field of government, the birth of which announced 
the dawn and ultimate reign of democracy. 

This new movement had for its object the diffusion of 
knowledge and the general intellectual and social uplift of 
the great body of the common people. The ignorance of the 
popular mind has always been the chief source of strength 
for despotism and the safeguard of monarchy. The revival 
of learning, therefore, which spread over Europe following 
the dark ages, not only meant the application of the ax to 
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the very root of despotic political power, but it foreshadowed 
the rule of the many as against the few, upon the solid 
foundations of popular knowledge and popular liberty. 

The aristocratic and controlling classes always resisted 
popular education and development until they were con- 
vinced that resistance was futile and that their interests 
and safety were allied with the general welfare of the people 
at large. 

Early popular education was looked upon with much dis- 
favor, and the opposition from monarchial powers was un- 
dermined by the invention of the printing press which mul- 
tiplied the agencies of popular development and progress 
and brought the learning and knowledge of all men and 
ages within the reach of common men. 

Popular education is the great handmaid of democracy. 
The establishment, therefore, of free schools for the people’s 
children was the greatest single triumph in behalf of mod- 
ern democracy. 

In proportion as the people have been able to secure free 
schools in that proportion have they been prepared for 
self-government. The orderly and progressive develop- 
ment of the people for democracy is inseparable from popu- 
lar knowledge as a basis of self-culture, self-discipline and 
self-control. 



The Growth of Democracy 

Although we had the revival of learning, the invention of 
the printing press, and the establishment of popular educa- 
tion in free schools, the progress of democracy has been very 
slow and has been attended with much difficulty and great 
suffering. 

It has seemed as difficult for the people to learn some 
things as for their monarchial rulers to learn others. The 
growth of modern democracy, therefore, is marked by cer- 
tain great historic facts of international import and signifi- 
cance. 

The success of the barons of England at Runnymede for 
the magna charta was much more than the beginning and 
foundations of English political liberty. It was a declara- 



This content downloaded from 74.217.200.195 on Fri, 01 Aug 2014 01:34:39 UTC 

All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions 



442 



GEORGE W. ELLIS 



tion of the broader principles of freedom which in time was 
to grow and bloom and shed its perfume in every land and 
country. 

The struggle precipitated by Martin Luther and which 
flowered in the religious reformation meant more than re- 
ligious progress and advance in modern Germany. It an- 
nounced the new heart and conscience of the Christian world, 
whose spirit was born in the growing light of popular edu- 
cation, new biblical interpretation and general religious 
tolerance. 

The defeat of the royalists at Marston Moor settled more 
than the triumph of Cromwell for the rights of parliament 
against the arbitrary dictation and power of Charles I. It 
represented the beginning of those just and rightful limita- 
tions, upon crowns and thrones which a free people must 
and will impose everywhere among men on behalf of self- 
government and democracy. 

The French revolution destroyed Bourbon rule in France 
in the death and execution of Louis XVI; yet the mighty 
tumult of this popular outbreak for the rights of man shook 
every throne in Europe and gave to democracy a footing 
and a hearing around the world. 

As important as were the effects of the French Revolution 
in Europe the success of the American revolution gave to 
the peoples of the earth their highest and greatest hope for 
democracy. For upon the American continent, it was first 
announced that the oppressed of every country might find 
refuge from kings and emperors and be freest to work out 
their destiny unaffected by the avarice and ambitions of 
crowns and undisturbed by the rivalries and contests of 
thrones. 

One of the peculiar features of the rise of what is known as 
modern democracy is that it has been dominated by the 
doctrine of racial aristocracy. The leaders of the movement 
for the enfranchisement of the white masses did not include 
within the meaning of democracy the members of the darker 
races. So that while the white masses were wringing de- 
mocracy for themselves from the mailed hands of entrenched 
power they at the same time were developing a form of 
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racial slavery and social subjection over the Negro African 
which were destined to have world-wide danger to peace and 
harmony between the white and darker worlds. 

The first great stroke which announced the ultimate 
decay and death of Negro slavery and the extention of de- 
mocracy to include the Negro races was made, when Tous- 
saint L’Overture, in the closing years of the eighteenth 
century, rose up in Haiti and successfully led the blacks in 
revolution against their oppressors. Democracy, therefore, 
was secured for the blacks in very much the same manner as 
it was secured for the whites. 

The influence of the Haitian revolution led to the emanci- 
pation of the blacks in the British West Indies in the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century. 

From the torch of Negro democracy in Haiti the fires of 
Negro freedom were lighted anew in the United States and 
continued unabated until the baleful institution of slavery 
was consumed in the destructive flames of the Civil War. 

But while the Civil War ended physical Negro slavery, 
yet there remained an intellectual slavery of the whites 
which was built upon the doctrines which had been in- 
vented and accepted in the name of science, by the white 
world in defense of slavery concerning the natural superiority 
of the white race and the natural inferiority of the black. 

American Democracy Limited 

American democracy was not made to order; it grew very 
much as Herbert Spencer has shown all social organisms and 
institutions grow. Fleeing from the oppressions of aristo- 
cratic classes and the hardships and poverty of congested 
and overcrowded Europe, the white races of Europe’s sub- 
merged classes settled the western continents in the thought 
regnant at the time that colonial life would afford not only 
relief from oppressive European conditions but give greater 
opportunity for individual freedom, social security and 
intellectual development. 

When the early settlers of the United States began the 
economic and industrial conquest of their new home they 
found the continent so vast and rich in natural resources 
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and the difficulties with the Indians and new climatic and 
other conditions so great, that it was necessary to secure 
indentured white labor from Europe, after the experiment 
of Indian labor had failed, in order to meet the paramount 
economic and social problems of the time. 

So that while the distance from London, the growth of 
population and the success of the colonists, fretted by the 
imposition of increasing colonial restrictions, were gradu- 
ally building up the tissues and ideas of democracy, eco- 
nomic demand and necessity for labor not only led to the 
adoption of Negro and racial slavery but to the slave trade 
and the development of the slave labor system into a pow- 
erful national institution strong enough to dictate for 
more than a half-century the intellectual and political 
policies of the federal government and through its influence 
to sow the seed of racial prejudice and antipathy which 
have warped the intellect and poisoned the social body of 
the world against the darker races. 

The institution of slavery with its ocean traffic, therefore, 
is responsible for the fact that from the beginning democracy 
was not extended to include the darker races of men in the 
United States. 

Although the United States afforded the greatest hope for 
democracy yet slavery made true democracy here impossi- 
ble. This was clearly seen by George Washington, Thomas 
Jefferson and other great founders of the country. 

When the true danger of slavery became manifest, the 
slave power was strong, defiant and intolerant. It con- 
trolled the major portion of the pulpit and press of the 
states and dictated the economic, social and political poli- 
cies of the nation. Its influence had been established in 
most all the great nations of the day. 

The tragic question then for the nation was, Which shall 
endure, democracy or slavery? 

The forces of democracy and slavery met in mortal com- 
bat in the dreadful conflict of civil war and slavery was 
beaten and driven defeated from the field, yet it left its 
intellectual and social prejudices over the world so that we 
are still pained and punished by its evils, and still threat- 
ened by its dangers and penalties in many forms. 
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Causes of Present War 

The causes of the present European war are far deeper 
than the late Austro-Serbian controversy, which was but 
the mere occasion of setting the world aflame with the most 
destructive and farreaching war in history. 

Modern civilization for sometime has been preparing the 
nations for world-wide war, and for just such a conflict as 
that which now rages in Europe in widespread and unabated 
fury. 

Prof. Charles A. Ellwood, Ph.D., of the sociological de- 
partment of the University of Missouri, in discussing the 
social problem in the light of the war, has disclosed with 
striking clarity in his book of 250 pages, the defects of 
modern civilization, as embraced in modern materialism, 
individualism, and national egoism or hyper-nationalism, 
which have finally broken down individual, national and 
international order. Professor Ellwood continues: 

These doctrines are socially negative materialism, because at 
bottom it denies the reality of the spiritual or psychic elements 
which alone make civilization possible; individualism, because it 
denies the reality of the common life, upon recognition of which 
must rest the sense of social responsibility and obligation; hyper- 
nationalism or national egoism, because it denies the reality of 
the common life of humanity and the unlimited obligation of 
nations to humanity. {The Social Problem, p. 44.) 

A very active and leading element in modern civiliza- 
tion is the development of social egoism, and prejudice. The 
practice and attitude of the Caucasian races toward the 
darker races have a very close relation to the causes which 
have made the present world war inevitable. 

The national and international policies of modern states 
have been mostly shaped in accord with the principles of 
economic exploitation, along racial lines under all the new 
conditions imposed by the application of science and inven- 
tion to industry and the concentration of both labor and 
capital in the factory system. 

The adoption by modern civilization of the doctrine of 
economic exploitation has had farreaching and disastrous 
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consequences both in the national and international affairs 
of nations. 

It led to the development of the slave trade and the insti- 
tution of racial slavery, with all the intellectual and world- 
wide dissemination of false ideas and theories concerning 
the human capacities and social values of the darker races. 

When social progress abolished both the slave trade and 
slavery, this same economic doctrine led to the adoption of 
might instead of right as the rule of international conduct. 

When capital was withdrawn from the slave traffic and 
the slave industry, this doctrine demanded new fields for 
investment to aid in supporting over-crowded and con- 
gested Europe. 

Stanley and Livingstone turned and directed European 
attention and capital to Africa by their African travels and 
thrilling stories of adventure and wealth in forest, field and 
mine and in splendid robust races in this mighty and un- 
known land. 

The partition of Africa, which followed by the European 
nations, into spheres of economic and political influence has 
led not only to the increasing rivalry and jealousy between 
the great powers for the industrial and political control of 
this African continent but for the economic mastery and 
supremacy of the world. 

Busy with the problem of unifying the German confeder- 
ation against Austria and establishing modern Prussianism 
in the Austro and Franco-Prussian wars, Germany was sud- 
denly awakened to the fact that the best in Africa had been 
obtained by England, France and other European states, 
and that the colonial doors had been practically closed in 
Asia. 

Dissatisfied with what was left in Africa and Asia Ger- 
many set about building up the most powerful military and 
industrial organization of modern times in an effort to 
catch up with Great Britain, acknowledged to be the eco- 
nomic and commercial mistress of the industrial world. 

The imperial economic dreams of Germany were con- 
stantly hemmed in by the supremacy of Great Britain upon 
the seas. Unable to rival the British Navy Germany or- 
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ganized the greatest land force in Europe. In its ultimate 
analysis this contest, therefore, in its psychic aspects, is 
primarily between Germany, the strongest land power and 
her allies, and Great Britain, the strongest sea power, and 
her allies. 

While the causes of the war are to be found in the eco- 
nomic, intellectual and moral foundations of modern civili- 
zation, its dynamic factors and more immediate and leading 
agents acting through the rivalry of commercial states 
were Germany on the one hand and Great Britain on the 
other. 

Speaking of this rivalry on page 164 of The Social Prob- 
lem, Professor Ellwood observes and describes its results: 

This led British capitalism to use the resources of British di- 
plomacy and prestige to block the commercial and political ex- 
pansion of Germany in Africa and Asia; while on the other hand, 
the military capitalistic class of Germany, backed by an astound- 
ing philosophy of national and racial egoism, slowly fanned into 
the flame of war the slumbering fires of the hatred arising from 
the economic antagonism of the two nations. 

The racial egoism which enslaved individuals because of 
color, breaking up in forms of national egoism, reduced the 
darker nations in Africa and Asia to economic exploitation 
and political subjection and later so disregarded the rights 
of small white states like Serbia and Belgium, that it pre- 
cipitated that crisis and abnormal situation, in which the 
world is brought to account for its preachments and practice 
of race and color prejudice. 

We now understand even more than in the American 
Civil War, the dangers and disasters which must follow the 
egoistic and oligarchic doctrine of the natural superiority of 
the white race. Professor Ellwood says : 

W e see at once that group egoism, whether of a nation, class, or 
race, is no lovelier than individual egoism. (The Social Problem, 

p. 10.) 

Just as slave masters justified the enslavement of the 
blacks by the assumption of natural superiority on the part 
of white individuals, on the one hand, and the natural in- 
feriority of members of the darker races, on the other, and 



This content downloaded from 74.217.200.195 on Fri, 01 Aug 2014 01:34:39 UTC 

All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions 



448 



GEORGE W. ELLIS 



thus gave us the Civil War, with all its suffering and les- 
sons; so white nations justified their partition of Africa and 
Asia and the economic and political subjection of the darker 
nations everywhere upon the theory that white nations were 
the natural superior nations, charged with the guardianship 
of the darker groups, and that the extension, even by foree, 
of white economic and political supremacy was necessary 
and proper in the interest and development of the darker 
peoples; and acting upon these principles an international 
competition set in for the economic and political control of 
what was called backward and darker nations that finally 
became so keen that small white nations were ignored and in 
such a wanton and outrageous manner, as to give us for our 
instruction on the effects of the color and race problems the 
countless and nameless horrors of the present world war. 

The economic and political execution of these world-wide 
policies and doctrines of the white nations for mastery and 
control of the darker peoples, constituting more than two- 
thirds of the human race, soon disregarded small and weak 
white nations and thus made possible that controversy be- 
tween Austria and Serbia and so charged the whole Euro- 
pean atmosphere with so much danger that they are the un- 
seen and invisible yet no less real and dominant psychic and 
sociological causes of the present world war. 

To those who have closely studied the development of 
modern industrialism in its passage from the physical slav- 
ery of individual Africans to the national political subjec- 
tion and economic exploitation of the darker nations by the 
Caucasian races have realized that this war must come in 
time, although few thought it so close at hand. 

It has seemed more certain with the development and 
economic progress of the nations. With the growth of 
civilization, international rivalry and embittered economic 
competition and jealousy led by Germany, for sometime 
have kept Europe uneasy from the constant threat and 
destruction of war. Germany forced it and it finally came 
to teach the nations in war what they refused to accept in 
peace, the equality and brotherhood of man and that na- 
tional and international justice to all races are the only sure 
foundations for human peace, safety and civilization. 
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Germany and the United States 

Germany is the most autocratic and arrogant of the im- 
perial governments. It is the greatest enemy of liberty and 
democracy in the world. Around this great stronghold of 
autocracy, Austria, Turkey and Bulgaria have been drawn 
to fight against the safety and liberty of mankind. 

Great Britain is perhaps the most democratic of the great 
European nations, and under her leadership, France, Italy, 
Belgium, Serbia and the United States are making their 
final stand against the Central Powers, for the safety and 
future of civilization and the democracy of the world. 

The wanton and ruthless invasion and subjugation of 
Belgium by Germany was an attack upon the peace and 
safety of the world. 

The wicked sinking of American ships and the willful and 
deliberate slaughter of American citizens and of women 
and children at sea in connection with Germany’s barbarous 
and ruthless submarine campaign against the rights of 
nations and the commercial freedom and safety of the seas, 
made it impossible for the United States to stand aside 
while the free peoples were hurling their bravest and best 
in endeavors to defeat the most formidable military power 
of modern times, in its ambitions for world mastery and 
control. 

Although 3000 miles from the scene of conflict, when we 
consider that the United States held Negro slaves for two 
hundred and fifty years, that it adopted the dangerous doc- 
trine of the inferiority of the darker races and has been the 
headquarters for a peculiar brand of race prejudice, and 
that it embraced and acted upon the European doctrine of 
the economic and political guardianship of the darker 
peoples, it may be providential that the United States was 
called upon to take part in this war for democracy, that it 
too might come from the field of battle and suffering, with 
new lessons and a restatement of the attitude of the nations 
toward the darker peoples concerning the principles of jus- 
tice, humanity and democracy, which must ultimately ob- 
tain for all the sons and races of men. 
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Negro Participation in War 

Few things indicate so much the vast significance which 
this war has for the darker races as the part which they have 
been called upon to take and the part which they are actu- 
ally taking for world democracy into which they have not 
hitherto been recognized and considered. 

In the very beginning, Japan entered the contest as the 
representative of the darker races of Asia. Racial prejudice 
has figured as a factor against the more active and larger 
participation of Japan in the land forces of Europe. With 
the more active and practical assistance of Japan Russia 
might have been saved to the allied cause. 

England, Belgium and especially France employed large 
numbers of Negro troops to advantage from different parts 
of Africa. Germany objected to no avail that black troops 
should not be used to fight white men in Europe. Yet 
Germany employed Negro troops to defend her colonies in 
East, West and South West Africa. 

In the African Mail of October 1, 1915, appeared an arti- 
cle urging England to raise among her Negro subjects in the 
Crown Colonies of West Africa and the West Indies one- 
half mil lion black soldiers to fight in Europe. In South 
Africa colored men secured admission to Kitchener’s Army 
in spite of the prejudice and the fact that the local govern- 
ment refused the services of Negro subjects. 

Upon high authority it was said that France was to raise 
one-half a million African troops by 1917 and the heroic 
services rendered by the Sengalese blacks will never be 
forgotten by the French people. 

A number of Negroes are in the French Foreign Legion. 
A Barbadoan Negro, Eldridge Eastman, was the first colored 
man to enter the English ranks. James Slim, of Jamaica, 
was wounded in the French Foreign Legion. A battalion 
of black troops was recruited at Cardiff, England, forty-five 
of whom were Negroes of the United States. 

While Dr. W. S. Mitchell, of the West Indies, was refused 
service in the Royal Army Medical Corps of Great Britain, 
Dr. Charles H. Roberts, of New York, was attached as 
dentist to the French Hospital Service. 
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Miss Ludia Barksdale, a colored nurse from Provident 
Hospital in Chicago is in the Red Cross work of the French 
Army in Belgium, and is known as “The Little Corporal” 
in charge of 500 nurses. 

In fact the participation of the Negro in the war has been 
so great that Sir Harry H. Johnston, K.C.B., K.C.M.G., 
the African traveler and noted authority upon the races 
has just completed a book entitled The Black Man’s Part 
in the War. 

And notwithstanding the handicaps of the darker races 
as men in this world dominated by color and race prejudice 
Sir Harry pays this high tribute to the loyalty of British 
Negroes: 

Some remarkable instances of loyalty to the British flag among 
these peoples at the beginning of the war are related by the 
author. Almost every tribe for example in the South Pacific has 
sent free-will offerings to the British Government. One island 
in the New Hebrides, which was till lately remarkable for canni- 
balism, sent $350 to the fund in aid of British widows and orphans. 
Two tribes of British West Africa hastily composed their quarrels 
lest they embarrass the British at this critical time, and their divi- 
sion sent in $8000 to assist in the war of their kindly rulers. The 
Negroes of the West Indies are estimated to have contributed 
$10,000,000 to the various war funds, besides sending some hard 
fighting battalions for African service. In South Africa 40,000 
Negroes served as a labor corps in Botha’s Command while in the 
winter of 1916 and 1917 there were between 6000 and 7000 Kafir- 
Zulus and Basutos laboring in France. 

While from the United States Negro troops were eager 
to be among the first to enter France. It is said that Gen- 
eral Pershing, our commander in Europe, was insistent that 
the Negro regulars should be with him on the field in France. 

Negro Opportunity and Duty 

The Civil War gave the Negro his first great opportunity 
to prove himself a man by helping 200,000 strong in saving 
the Union of States for democracy and for civilization. His 
chains of slavery spurred him on to fight for his country’s 
future. Without stopping to complain of slavery or to ex- 
act promises of future freedom, he hurriedly answered his 
country’s call and need, and in the critical hour, struck the 
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fatal blow, which carved his way to liberty and to American 
citizenship. When the Union was saved the Negro was 
free. 

To the American Negro this war presents a similar op- 
portunity. If he helps to make the world safe for democ- 
racy, the world will not forget him when the nations are 
again at peace and steps are taken to safeguard the future 
and safety of mankind. He may not secure all to which he 
is entitled, but he will be immeasurably better off than he 
is today. The eyes of the world will follow and measure 
him as he strides across the military fields of France; no 
race prejudice can rob him of his glory when he has helped 
to crush the Kaiser and to save the liberty loving nations of 
the earth. 

In this opportunity also is the Negro’s duty. Let every 
Negro American remember that every shot fired in the 
trenches of France against the enemies of democracy and 
justice in Europe is a shot against the enemies of democracy 
and justice everywhere. 

Every drop of blood which may be shed for the safety of 
democracy in the world helps to wash away the stains 
against the Negro and democracy in every land. 

Every life which shall be lost upon the bloody battle fields 
of Europe or upon the oceans wide, in the fight to drive 
Prussian tyranny and autocracy from the earth, will be a 
life lost to make unsafe autocracy and race injustice in our 
Southern States. 

It is estimated that in the new national army there will 
probably be 100,000 Negro soldiers under possibly 700 
commissioned officers, who will go to France as the repre- 
sentatives and interpreters of Negro America, and who will 
fight by the side of the brave defenders of French sovereignty 
and freedom, until France is free of foreign invaders and 
the world is safe and free for democracy. 

In this opportunity and duty, in this great contest, no 
Negro should falter in his fealty to his country and his flag 
or fail with his blood to purge it in France of every stain. 

No Negro called to arms in these epoch-making hours, or 
left at home should fail to do his best to win this war, for the 
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welfare and salvation of his country and for the peace and 
future security of the world. 

The defeat of Germany and the triumph of the United 
States will finally mean a new dispensation of interracial 
and international justice among all the races of men. 

The world cannot be made safe for democracy without 
making it safer for humanity of every race and country. 
On to France! To brave and bleeding France! For I 
fancy I can hear the poet’s call : 

That for which millions prayed and sighed, 

That for which tens of thousands fought, 

For which so many freely died, 

God cannot let it come to naught. 

— James W . Johnson’s Fifty Years . 
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